Aimé Césaire, Return to My Native Land
T wo visions-the world as our physical surroundings, and the world as constructed through our capacity to create meaning-have informed the work of photographers from its inception to this day. In order to make sense of contemporary image-creation and photography, it is useful to spell out these two conceptions of the world, as either the whole planet which we inhabit, or as the network of relations that lend meaning to our existence. This binary model is a useful way to approach and understand photography today. All photographic projects since the birth of the medium in 1839 can be classified heuristically as belonging to either one of these two conceptions of the world. Some photographers capture physical space either as the backdrop and stage for human existence, while others capture the network of human activities as the creation of divergent worlds of meaning. In one approach, the world is universal and a stage for human action. The resulting images are cut-outs from a larger reality that extends in all directions, past the frames. In the other approach, there is no world toward which one may direct a camera.
The world emerges from and out of the network of human relations as a web of meaning, with many human beings as nodes but no single, overarching point of view.
The two conceptions are not radically divergent, of course. The distinct worlds created by individuals or groups-the worlds of the LGBT community in South Africa, of migrant workers in Beijing, and of high school proms in the U.S.-occur in the same physical space that others may also claim as the setting for their worlds. But these two conceptions differ sufficiently to shape how we live our lives and how we produce and look at images-that is, whether we see ourselves as cast into a world not of our own design, or see ourselves as the architects of our lives. The first, which allows for a wider worldview, has resulted in magnificently composed images in which details reveal larger patterns. The latter has resulted in poignant images in which details create meaning in relation to one another without creating an overarching vision, and often without fitting into a larger pattern. The distinction between these two ways of seeing the world, as either total or emerging, provides a useful heuristic to understand how photography, from its inception till today, creates meaning.
oNe WoRld / maNy WoRlds
The current process of globalization is paradoxical. It connects different parts of the world but also underscores regional and local differences. Patterns of life and social structures that were once relatively independent are now visibly and critically intertwined. The circulation of objects, ease of travel, mass migration of labor, and rapid communication have dramatically impacted locally prescribed worlds. But while this global web of connections connects people, it also sharpens the distinction between worldviews, habits, customs, and ways of life. The world seems to come closer together but different lifeworlds seem to drift further apart. In this era of globalization, we at once see the world in its full interdependence, but also recognize the human capacity to continually create distinct and distinctly new worlds.
The Image of The WoRld
The lives of Brazilian mineworkers, Indian commuters, Sudanese cattle herders, North American strippers, students in the Ninth Ward of New Orleans, squatters living in the condemned parts of Chernobyl, Chinese factory girls: photography can introduce us to other, faraway and inaccessible worlds found on the planet.
Pictures may even remind people of a shared humanity. The way this works is by placing the viewer in front of the depicted scene organized to generic conventions of image-making, which now appears as a framed picture or possibly a mirror. The operative principle is that pictures function like windows that open into another life-worlds, framing and connecting people and places, sometimes for the first time. They have the ability to organize visual information so that we see this information, no matter how strange, as taking place on our planet and as part of our human world. While the lives of Indian commuters and Somali subsistence farmers may be remote from those of Chinese assembly-line workers, pictures convey those life-worlds in a widely accepted idiom of signs, framed into rectangle or squares, that operate with local inflection and grammars. Pictures of an initiation ceremony in a Dinka village captured in an image by Carol Beckwith and Angela Fisher, of mineworkers emerging from a tunnel in a photograph by Ernest Cole, or traders at the Hong Kong stock exchange in a shot by Andreas Gursky are relatable because we have learned, if only via the medium of photography itself over nearly 200 years, how to distill from such images the signs that viewers might relate to despite physical and cultural differences.
Many photographers conceive the world as a setting that can be framed into rectangular shots, which provide partial view of a visible totality. The borders of a photograph-dictated by the camera, the photographers', editors' and viewers' choices, and the viewing device-stamp out a separate, metonymic glimpse of the continuous world that extends past the picture's frame. Because they employ the same basic grammar, images from faraway places heighten the sense that we are looking at something that, though dissimilar from us, belongs to us all. Everything in the image can be imagined to connect to the expansive world outside of the frame (its context and reference).
maNy WoRlds
In addition to framing glimpses of a world that is assumed to extend continually in all directions, photography can teach us that no world is given, but there are always new and not necessarily interconnected worlds in the making. The medium has the capacity to show that people can coexist in the same physical space, literally cheek-by-jowl within the space of a few square feet, and yet inhabit radically different worlds. Video, film, painting, and literature also have this potential. But photography heightens this point because the image keeps its subjects locked in this often-tense proximity whereas their tendency (captured in film or video) is to move apart. Photography's power to uncover distinct worlds that make sense perhaps only to the people who inhabit them, or might even be invisible to all others although they exist in the same physical space, contrasts with the medium's potential for bringing into an apparently single view, as objects to behold like pictures at an unending exhibition, the contiguous worlds of Brazil, Shenzhen, Johannesburg, London, Sudan.
phoTogRaphINg The WoRld
Consider the panorama or Photosynth functions on today's smartphones and cameras that create a composite image-tableau of a particular place from many different shots-for instance, the medal ceremony for the hundredmeter-dash in the Olympic Games. The computer program matches as many crowd-sourced images as necessary to weave a seamless and astonishingly rich panorama of the ceremony photographed from multiple positions. The resulting composite is an image of the ceremony textured in a way that would be impossible for a single individual or a gifted photographer to capture. Such programs can also create a 360-degree panorama from a single point, to be explored as a seamless vista with a finger's touch or the click of a mouse. Today's camera gives us a gloriously precise image of what's already out there: the world in its varied, vexing, and seductive splendor imaged as a surrounding panorama from an unseen center.
1 It is a remarkable tool for deepening our viewing experience of the world.
One of the inventors of Photosynth, Blaise Agueras y Arcas, describes the belief that underlies programs such as Photosynth, Google Earth, Virtual Earth, Seadragon, Cycloramic, as well as the panorama function on any digital camera:
We can do things with the social environment. . . . This is now taking data from everybody, from the entire collective memory visually of what the Earth looks like, and link all of that together, all of these photos become linked together, and they make something emergent that's greater than the sum of the parts. . . . You have a model that emerges of the entire Earth.
Programs such as Photosynth allow us to overcome the limited viewpoints a single individual may hold and attempt to satisfy that age-old desire to create a unified image that "emerges of the entire Earth." It is the technical response to an age-old yearning to show the world entirely, by assembling its "entire collective [visual] memory" and to create one big, seamless likeness of it. It originates in a particular historical tradition and philosophical contention that the world should be fully available to view; though this total view can be facilitated by today's technologies, it does not result from their invention.
I mention these technologies not to evaluate their usefulness. I also do not wish to indict them here, as other critics have done, for allowing us to forget the real world behind this "global image scenario."
3 According to such critics, images once served to orient us in the world (and allowed us to make better choices about our actions in that world), but thanks to these technologies the relation of world-to-image is inverted; we now learn to live through images rather than experience. I, however, am interested in the impulse and underlying ideologies that fuel these technologies. Once we locate the tacit motivation to represent the world as a totality, we can categorize vast numbers of images as adhering to this same motivation, among them some of the most celebrated and wondrous images in photographic history. While the people developing these technologies know that no single program will completely document every inch of the globe's surface à la Google maps, their attempts are guided by the impulse to capture the world-as-image: the fantasy that with enough screen real estate and enough cameras spread around, photography can capture this world. The mission to concentrate the world into a single, metonymic image (even one stitched together from many frames à la Photosynth) coincides with a vast intellectual transformation in the Western world in the wake of the Enlightenment. This belief that the world coincides with everything that is visible precedes the invention of photography in 1839. The idea that the world can be staged for the eye as one huge, continuous image to be defined and understood by us as the governing subjects and the seeing subjects is Western and modern. 4 As modern subjects, we encounter the world around us as objective reality.
Martin Heidegger usefully explains the conception of the world that results in actual or mental images of "the world itself, the world as such, what is, in its entirety, just as it is normative and binding for us" as a culturally and historically specific phenomenon, originating with the formalization of perspective in the work of Filippo Brunelleschi around 1420. "World picture, when understood essentially, does not mean a picture of the world but the world conceived and grasped as picture." 5 The birth of the world as one coherent place seen from a single-point perspective is a momentous event in the development of Western art practice and aesthetics. In 1848 Representation (to present something before us, whether in actuality or in our imagination) in our modern age is not neutral. Rather representation involves an interpretive act that precedes and underlies all forms of actual and mental image making in the modern age; that is, a decision is made regarding the status of the world as the reality before our actual or inner eye.
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels name a similarly ideological event, though far removed from the concerns of Renaissance artists, that creates the world as a coherent image:
The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all . . . nations into civilization. . . . In one word, it creates a world after its own image.
6
Marx and Engels's subtle intertwining of an aesthetic and an ideological point of view-in which people make their position into the exclusive point of view from which to make the world in their own image-allows for a conception of the world as a coherent object available to sight (and consequently economic and political control). Marx underlined the power of establishing a viewpoint from which one gets a 360° view of everything; he sought to replace the one held by the bourgeoisie with that of the proletariat. A view from below, if you wish, but still a view. But this idea that there is a viewpoint from which to see the world has also triggered salutary perspectives, chiefly among historians and economists, to "pull back the lens," as historian Jeremy Adelman puts it: to think of history as not based solely on divisions, such as between nations, collectives, and societies, but in terms of a global history and economy that is deeply interconnected.
7
Whether we adopt Marx's view of the bourgeoisie as imposing its worldview or that of contemporary historians assuming a wider perspective than that defined by national concerns, the world today does exist as an observable object. Indeed, the world may become meaningful through the capacity of everything that exists to be shown in and as an image. Whatever can be captured in a photograph is what matters in the world.
This notion that everything can be visually represented appears to be the precondition of photography for someone like Garry Winogrand, who otherwise had no truck with philosophical arguments. As he laconically formulated, "Anything and all things are photographable. object stress that, in itself, this conception does not represent a particular worldview. Seeing the world as an image (or many images stitched together into a panorama) is the precondition of a worldview. Perspective is not ideology (though it underpins various ideologies, just as Marx and Engels's claim could only be made in a tradition that included linear perspective as an aesthetic practice). These thinkers also discuss alternative ways of seeing the world. Heidegger invokes classical antiquity to overcome this conception of the world-as-image. According to Heidegger, it did not occur to the ancient Greeks to look at the world as a vast panorama extending in all directions and to view themselves as the centralized spectators in this vast panorama. Art historian Erwin Panofsky invokes art practices that dismiss or challenge the world-as-image school of thought such as those from "ancient Near East, classical antiquity, the Middle Ages," as well as "any archaizing" and expressionist art, which either consider world-as-image to be overly rationalistic, objective, scientific, and too individualistic (what today we would call "subjective") or to negate the "'true proportions' of things."
9
It suffices to note here that most consumers of photographic images have become accustomed to this notion of the world-as-image. It is a practice of showing space in the flattened-out way that looks completely natural to us modern subjects, even though it is a culturally specific and historically acquired way of seeing. Historically, many great photographers have embraced this conception of the world as a starting position, even if their images do not turn out to be panoramic visions of the planet's totality. Ansel Adams affirmed this when he stated:
Photography is an investigation of both the outer and the inner worlds. The first experiences with the camera involve looking at the world beyond the lens, trusting the instrument will "capture" something "seen." The terms shoot and take are not accidental; they represent an attitude of conquest and 9 Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, 74. Panofsky's argument, which he made in 1927, critically anticipates some of Heidegger's claims of 1938 that the modern age is characterized by the very notion of the world as an image. What is relevant in our context is Panofsky's seemingly casual remark that photography habituates us to this way of seeing. Photography, in essence, reinforces the link between a modern "sense of space" (Raumgefühl, a feeling that we have when things are organized in relation to each other according to one point of view) with a "sense of the world" (Weltgefühl, which describes our feeling of being in the world, and not just our sensory experience of it). Photography habituates us to this idea of the world as analogous to a picture before our eyes so that we simply assume space to make up the world, as the physical surroundings into which we are born. For Panofsky, our sense of the world is not natural, inborn, or intuitive but results from a culturally and historically specific way of seeing. Panofsky did not think, as Sontag did, that as photographs become "the norm for the way things appear to us, the very idea of reality and of realism [changes] ." For him, the very idea of reality was already a construction, which photography only expressed and made manifest. Here I want to emphasize how photography is a critical method of naturalizing a way of seeing (what Sontag calls an earlier "realism" that she considered more authentic) that is cultural from the start. This idea of reality, long before the appearance of the first photograph, flattens space.
appropriation. Only when the photographer grows into perception and creative impulse does the term make define a condition of empathy between the external and the internal events.
10
Adams's comments emblematize the understanding that photography captures the world "beyond the lens" as a surface to be seen. This idea of an imaginary "conquest of the world as picture," which Heidegger described as "the fundamental event of the modern age," depends on a particular conception of the world as the totality of whatever objectively exists. Photography can thus be seen as the actualization of a particular conception of the world as an available "outer world," which the photographer organizes in particular ways to relate it to his "inner world." Both "outer" and "inner world," however, rest on the belief that we can see the world in its entirety as an image. The invention of photography in 1839, which represents the climax of varied experiments and efforts prior to that date as chronicled by Geoffrey Batchen in Burning with Desire, occurs during the Industrial Revolution and Europe's nearly unbridled practice of colonial exploitation of regions annexed or dominated by force.
11 As the West gradually came to disavow superstition, modern technologies-including photography, telephony, and electricity-proliferated. In turn, Western societies began to rely less on spiritual life and instead to place more faith in the tangible, visible, and measurable. Photography, in its capacity to quantify and turn the visible into a dominant type of evidence for reality, supported and expressed the newly modern conviction that the world can be seen in its entirety-that nothing rests beyond the scope of the modern gaze.
This belief in the world as an image fuels not only photographers situating the viewer in relation to vast surroundings such as Ansel Adams, Edward Weston, Eliot Porter, and Dorothea Lange. In photographs such as those by Walker Evans, which Shelley Rice has described as "static, balanced, carefully composed; [where] things disintegrate within the order and symmetry of the picture plane," 12 details float just below the smooth surface of the picture, as if immobilized by the thinnest layer of invisible ice. Evans's image taken in 1938 in the New York subway, an arguably democratizing space, shows a self-contained world. In this image, published in his book Many Are Called, Evans attempted to capture the interplay between the visible and invisible and the audible and inaudible. The central character's open mouth and closed eyes suggest an openness to the world-an instance of selfforgetting and exposure to the surroundings-in a moment of his full absorption in the task of busking for tips. Several riders seem to be trying to ignore the busker by focusing their eyes on their newspapers or staring into a few feet of empty space where they will not encounter another human's gaze. Others look at him-and thus in the direction of Evans's camera (which Evans kept hidden from his fellow riders), and thus toward us, the viewers of the photograph. Through this photograph, we, unlike the passengers, are able to study all of the riders carefully without having to avert our eyes. We see the seated passengers as united in their distinctly separate aims, through their relationship to the musician and their actions of looking and not looking. The unseeing musician who centers the image, however, brings us closer to the other listeners in the image who have very little in common, even as we do not share in hearing the music he creates. It's as if the inaudible music creates a commonality that is not the same as people sharing the same interests, objective, or beliefs, but that remains the focus of Evan's image. Evans captures the scene as a place at once shared and beyond its participants; it is a place where sound and sight meet silence (of the photograph) and obscurity (of those who don't want to see). The disparate elements of Evans's photograph are subsumed in an overarching view located at once in and beyond the image.
Though quite different from Evans's works, Edward Burtynsky's remarkable images of China's man-made environments and factories are underwritten by a similar conception of the world as visible environment.
There is much to be discovered in Burtynsky's photographs of the industrial sublime. His images of sprawling sites, such as the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River in China, present overwhelmingly complex sites in formal compositions, drawing on the European tradition of single-point perspective that allows their countless elements to snap into a well-composed totality.
Sebastião Salgado's ravishing, formally composed photographs of human throngs rushing the trains in Mumbai, of mine workers scaling pits into the Earth's entrails, and of camps of refugees, which speak to far-reaching webs of finance, exploitation, and injustice, similarly rest on the assumption that the world can be captured in an image. All of these images posit an image of the world as underwritten by an implicit commonality that we all share not because we can relate to the people, but because we are familiar of people being photographed in this way. What we all share is the position of a viewer looking at the world. "We can take a picture . . . where we can see the problems and the people from around the world,"
14 Salgado comments on his work.
Salgado's black-and-white 15 pictures represent peoples in faraway regions, bringing them closer, via the image, to magazines and book readers. They rest on the assumption that the photographer adds to our image repertory, which Salgado equates with knowledge of the world. His pictures create a complex world organized into patterns. Through his images, Salgado wants to signal that there is nothing that is not human on this Earth, since everything can be organized from an overarching point of view. His pictures are celebrated as effective instruments to appeal to our conscience, as they expose the stunning range of human experience today, especially that of dislocation, migration, and dispossession. The reason for Salgado's effectiveness in conveyingsuch experiences of centrifugal dislocation, however, lies in the way his compositions subordinate everything inside of them to the formal structures 14 Sebastião Salgado, interview by Ken Lassiter, Photographer's Forum. http://www.jordahlphoto.
com/photofive/photographerofweek/Salgado/Salgado.html. Accessed 6/30/2016. 15 In his effort to resolve the world's fundamental contradictions (experienced as injustices and suffering), Salgado produces only black-and-white images since they remind us that images, indeed, are theoretical interpretations of the world. Vilém Flusser: "Black and white do not exist, but they ought to exist since, if we could see the world in black and white, it would be accessible to logical analysis. In such a world everything would be either black or white or a mixture of both.
The disadvantage of such a black-and-white way of looking at the world, of course, would be that this mixture would turn out to be not coloured but grey. Grey is the colour of theory: which shows that one cannot reconstruct the world anymore from a theoretical analysis. Black-and-white photographs illustrate this fact: They are grey, they are theoretical images." Vilém Flusser, Toward a Philosophy of Photography (London: Reaktion, 1983), 42.
of single-point perspective, which is then implicitly equated with a neutral, objective, and often critical point of view. Salgado's photographs of commuters in Mumbai, just as those of mine workers in Brazil, show places as flat surfaces that can be scanned for information. Critics have praised Salgado's images since they "always [embody] a quality of otherwordliness." 16 This idea of "otherworldliness," however, depends on the belief that there is some commonality in the world between us in universal concepts like justice-concepts that lie outside the physical world but generate an overarching meaning. Photographically this translates into an unobstructed, centralized, transcendent point of view that is outside the picture plane.
In Salgado's images, the impression that commuters or workers have neither the leisure nor the opportunity to reflect on their own position when caught in rush-hour traffic is balanced by Salgado's commitment, encapsulated in his notion of "concerned photography," to portraying the humanity of his subjects. For his best-known images, Salgado positions his camera, and thus implicitly us, in a place that enables us to see, in one shot, both the world as a setting in which people conduct their business, often against their will, and the world as full of people who are, in his understanding, equally "noble." 17 They don't challenge our conception of the world but seek to reinforce its conception as the universal meeting-ground for all. His photographs show a worldview that rests on the assumption that we are all human, and that thus, under this rubric, the entire world can be represented in an image.
Salgado and Burtynsky masterfully capture the suffering and the splendor of the world. Their visual descriptions depend on and subtly enforce the assumption that we can behold the world as a visual object. 
phoTogRaphINg The WoRld's BecomINg
An alternative to seeing the world as an image stretched 360 degrees around us is the belief that the world can be imaged in a continual process of becoming-that is, in a continual emergence into existence. This envisioning of the world is also tied to the birth of photography, when modernity first took hold in Europe and people started doubting that an outside, greater presence (a divine or spiritual entity) held the world together. The Earth was no longer a surface covering deeper, more hidden truths (the basic metaphysical assumption underlying much of Western thinking until modernity). Instead, the world could be created, and we, as humans, could think of ourselves as being of the world, shaping the world rather than being cast, by the accident of birth, into a preexisting set of inalterable coordinates and conditions. Instead of a totality of facts (all of the people and objects found on this planet), the world consisted of a multiplicity of not necessarily compatible meanings.
Hannah Arendt explains why we cannot think of an environment without the human activity of meaning-making:
[The] environment, the world into which we are born, would not exist without the human activity which produced it, as in the case of fabricated things; which takes care of it, as in the case of cultivated land; or which established it through organization, as in the case of the body politic. No human life, not even the life of the hermit in nature's wilderness, is possible without a world which directly or indirectly testifies to the presence of other human beings. 18 We can think of "the environment, the world into which we are born" only by acknowledging that our human activity makes it possible to think of it at all. For Arendt, there is no pre-or non-human environment that a camera could capture, and which we then interpret as the world. The things of the world, both man-made and natural, "constitute the condition under which this specifically human life can be at home on earth." 19 The capacity of humans to make the environment their world depends on a critical fact: the plurality of human beings on earth.
For though the common world is the common ground of all, those who are present have different locations in it, and the location of one can no more coincide with the location of another than the location of two objects. Being seen and being heard by others derive their significance from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different position. […] Only where things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without changing their identity, so that those who are gathered around them know they see sameness in utter diversity, can worldly reality truly and reliably appear. The world, in Arendt's crucial conception, is not an image that can be viewed from one position, nor is it the objective reality that we see as viewing subjects. Instead, the world arises from the experience of having different, conflicting, and never fully overlapping points of view. There is no world apart from these many and divergent points of view. Arendt's conception is crucial for understanding the second notion of "world" that undergirds much of photographic practice. It explains how photography can expose us to the way in which worlds are continually created and destroyed through human activities of action and meaning-making, rather than offer sights that appear and vanish before our eyes. We may sharpen Arendt's point by remarking that the world is the invisible intermediary that allows people to be "related to and separated from" one another.
21 Without this intermediary function of an "in-between," people cannot be said to live truly in the world; they are cut off from the essential dimension of being-in-the-world, which is not their physical presence on the planet but being seen and heard (or ignored and overlooked) by others. This "in-between" is not simply our interactions with others. There is another, intangible in-between in which men act and speak "directly to one another," not with the aim of getting something done but as interactions through which they disclose themselves to others. "But for all of its intangibility, this in-between is no less real than the world of things we visibly have in common. We call this reality the 'web' of human relationships, indicating by the metaphor its somewhat intangible quality."
22
Arendt's conception of the world, which proves critical for an understanding of photography, does not expand the idea of a world-picture to include additional people, areas, or things. Instead, it is the discovery of the world as emerging from the multiple viewpoints of many people who can never completely occupy each other's positions, no matter how emphatic, learned, or willing they are. 23 The world in this second understanding is distinct from the idea that the world coincides with the totality of representations. The world is the web of relations of which we, as spectators who in turn are seen by others, are a part in a way that cannot be extricated without losing our sense of the world. We are of the world, Arendt writes, precisely because we can be seen or perceived by others:
Living beings, men and animals, are not just in the world, they are of the world, and this precisely because they are subjects and objects-perceiving and being perceived-at the same time. If photography brings us closer to sights we would otherwise not know, if it expands our understanding of the great variety of the world, it reminds us that we are not only in the world at a particular location but also of the world. And this being "of the world" means that even when we see many things and people, with the help of cameras, we do not see the world in its totality but many different worlds, all viewable from other locations.
It is possible, however, that the world-now no longer comprehensible as an image, but as a sense of the world born from our experience of itdisappears. One such possibility is the ascendancy of a single perspective, by force or administrative fiat, that excludes other possible points of view. "The end of the common world has come when it is seen only under one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspective, " writes Arendt in a discussion of mass movements, ideologies, or tyrannies. 25 The end of the world is thus the end of the freedom to see things differently, and also the end of our freedom to show ourselves differently. In light of Arendt's cautionary words, we may say that the world continually emerges in (not out of ) the intangible web of human interactions, outside of which it does not make sense.
This conception of the world arising from the plurality of incompatible perspectives, undergirds a second set of photography. This conception amounts to the activation of freedom, which I distinguish here from the drive to capture the world as one image. Freedom is understood here as the human capacity for seeing new things and for seeing things in a new way-two distinct processes-as well as the consciousness that one is seen by others in ways never knowable. A photographer who exemplifies this tacit understanding of the world-as-becoming is Henri Cartier-Bresson, who "sought the meaning of life within the dynamism of the 'decisive moment,' his term of the split second when the photographer recognizes 'the significance of an event as well as of a precise organization of forms which give that event its proper expression.'" When the world is understood in this way, as continually opening up and closing worlds for us, photographs are no longer assumed to exhaust the world. It makes no sense then, in spite of the amazing creativity found in new programs and cameras, to conceive of one grandiose image of the world that could be taken if all of these programs were properly coordinated. This second notion of the world as the occurrence of meaning bears no guarantee of a totality. There is no anchor, no transcendent promise that things will make sense, that all of the details will add up. Worlds in this sense are never the totality of everything that is. Worlds in this sense are the continual emergence of meaning within the world. For our effort to grasp how photography can show the becoming of a world that does not amount to an image of the world, or worldview, Arendt's thinking is crucial. Arendt shows that the meaning of the world is anchored not in a single point of view or perspective. Her understanding of the world-as-becoming is rooted in freedom, which can translate into the potential for change. Now how does photography let us see this freedom? How does photography capture not the totality of visible things? How does photography show us the world as an unpredictable event that is continually becoming? It seems, if we follow the major critics, that photography is forever condemned to lose sight of the world. Susan Sontag famously lamented this:
Through photographs, the world becomes a series of unrelated, free-standing particles; and history, past and present, a set of anecdotes and faits divers. The camera makes reality atomic, manageable, and opaque. It is a view of the world which denies interconnectedness, continuity, but which confers on each moment the character of a mystery.
27
But it is in this capacity of photography to relate the world as a "series of unrelated . . . particles" that we gain access to the world through something other than a worldview. Indeed, Sontag's critique and dismissal of photography opens up a perspective on the world because she relies on a modern notion of the world (outlined by Panofsky and Heidegger) as, at least in theory, fully available to our view. For only what first is conceived of and conceptualized as an interconnected totality can be atomized, fragmented, and disconnected.
Perhaps the world was never as solidly connected as Sontag would have it, not even before its fragmentation by photography. Garry Winogrand stresses that this fragmentary dimension of the world precedes the instant when the camera is raised: "[n]o one moment is most important. Any moment can be something."
28 Photography may then not be condemned to deny "interconnectedness" (as Sontag laments) or to perpetuate our feeling of the world as the objective reality that is available to our view. Rather, it can expose the world as the Democritean, continual opening and closing of possibilities outside of an interlocking representation.
There are different ways of describing this potential of photography to show the world as rooted in freedom. One way to think about this is to consider the ambiguity, incongruity, or open-endedness found in certain photographs. Gilles Peress calls it a "no-man's-land": The no-man's-land between categories refers to the depiction of pictorial elements that do not add up to a larger, comprehensive meaning.
The iconic photograph on the cover of Gilles Peress and Sa'edi GholamHossein's Telex Iran (1984) confronts the viewer with a disproportionately large head against a slightly menacing scene of men perched on a wall.
30 Peress has devoted his photographic career to provide evidence of injustices and suffering in the world. But the strength of Peress' images results not merely from his keen eye, good sense of timing, and intrepid reporting. Rather, his images succeed because he captures something that does not entirely fit it (and sometimes just looks like a scene that doesn't make sense)-the strong impression of something out of place that is nonetheless captured in the image rather than edited out. The resulting effect is not that of conveying information but a strong mood or atmosphere of unfinished business, which can be understood of the world being open to being different, and thus to change. History, Peress makes clear, is the possibility that something else can happen (rather than the sense that something has already happened). The boy's overly large head, as big as a wall, unsettles our habit of viewing photographs where all elements relate to each other according to the laws by which a photographer signals what's important via size and scale. Peress's deliberate break with such rules, where adult men matter more than children in a political event, breaks the illusion of the world as a flat, visual plane. His photographs from Iran show a world-view, but it is not readily available, and not necessarily connected to things outside of the frame.
Peress terms this the "ambiguity" of his images: his strategy of keeping within the shot something out of order, incongruous, not easily or fully integrated into a picture that could easily carry one strong message. The boy's closely shaved scalp seems to block our view. What he really foils, however, with his eyes turned away from us, is not simply a better look at the depicted scene but our desire for understanding. He is looking intently at something not shown in the image, which challenges the centrality and importance of our position-(the viewers' and photographer's). We try to look around the boy's large head, a map flecked with craters, since it blocks our view of the scene. Or we assume that the picture is about the boy, and everything else is incidental background. But in that case we follow the boy's gaze to a place we cannot see. In many of his carefully composed pictures, Peress manages to implicate the viewer in trying to ascertain what is important in the image. But this is not a simple inversion of figure and ground, foreground and periphery. In the composition itself, Peress finds the proper expression of this event, which is dissolution, incongruity, unresolvedness. His photographs are informed by the drive to uncover new worlds rather than a desire to capture or compositionally reconstitute the world before the lens.
In this image, meaning is generated by the interplay of the different elements. If the boy blocks our view, we focus on the men atop the wall watching, guarding. If we focus on the boy, we think about his fate in this harshly lit place, and about what he could be monitoring with his squinted eyes. The inclusion of inassimilable elements in the pictorial plane turns Peress's pictures into potent messages of a world undergoing radical change. Other photographers work with negative space to suggest that worlds are as much constituted by what remains excluded, invisible, and hidden as by what we see. Brassaï, for instance, invites a lingering gaze instead of a studious investigation into images where the shadows yield glimpses of hidden worlds (what the French call demimonde) in a dance of darkness and light. Brassaï's pictures are not organized around a central figure, like Evans' subway shot. Instead they bring into focus the intangible "in-between" that unites and separates us, and that is no less real than our physical surroundings. Our position is not that of a bystander observing the scene but of someone placed in it who tries to make sense of it, with limited success. The meaning of the image is not extraneous to the intangible in-between of the people in the club, but it is that "in-between," which we can now understand not as an overarching, external point of view but as the emergence of various lifeworlds through people's actions and behavior. Each of the couples in Brassaï's picture opens up a world and story between them, without any guarantee to their future beyond that moment.
At first glance, Brassaï's romantic and sensuous images of nocturnal Paris seem galaxies away from Peress's shots of troubled places, where his glaring focus bears down on his subjects as bluntly as the force of history itself. Yet both Brassaï's and Peress's photographs are tacitly underwritten by the conviction that the world emerges each time we look, that its meaning is made in the success or failure of human interaction, and that the world can also disappear before our eyes. This conviction is fundamentally different from the assumption that the world is simply "out there," that its meaning coincides with its existence, and that it takes but a well-timed photographer to capture this meaning as an image.
The resistance to images that congeal into a simple, overarching message paired with a deliberate technique that can properly express this resistance, also characterizes Robert Capa's wartime picture published in Out of Focus, in 1947 . While the picture is held together by the presence of the car cutting through the center, its inclusion of a woman's half-concealed body and the cowering couple in the front organizes the visual field according to different and conflicting sightlines moving in different directions. We can see that people are taking cover from something beyond the frame, and this determining presence creates a disparate sight.
One could say that neither Robert Capa, nor Gilles Peress, nor Brassaï create images of the world. They capture worlds as emerging out of sets of details that cannot be readily organized according to categories of greater or lesser importance, foreground and background, center and periphery. Their images capture the conditions from which a world is born, rather than referring to a world captured by a caption. In their images they show the world as not subsumable under a worldview.
The challenge of organizing the visual information in their images, then, is not a puzzle to be solved or a panorama to be stitched together seamlessly. Instead, they provoke questions: What is the relation between the crouched couple anxiously peeking over the low wall, and the woman's body halfway under the car? Is the woman seeking cover, or is she dead? If she is seeking cover, why is she not following the couple's lead in trying to see where the danger is coming from? Why are the men in the back just standing around, seemingly unconcerned? The picture's meaning derives from the relation between their apparent ease and the couple's obvious tension. The challenge of understanding Capa's images results from his practice of offering skewed horizon lines, no easily discernible center, and a jumble of visual information. This practice is bolstered by the belief that the world cannot be fully or simply grasped as an image, but that it occurs in the intangible space between the various viewpoints in the image.
These photographers often show several individuals being looked at, without them returning the gaze. For Capa, Brassaï, and Peress, those people are of the world, rather than merely in the world, like players on a stage; they are of the world that is not entirely their own making, and which makes them both agents and subjects of this world.
The WoRld as Image vs. phoTogRaphy IN The WoRld
What we see in the comparison of Burtynsky and Salgado with the works of Peress, Capa, and Brassaï are two basic patterns in photography, two schools of thought.
The first pattern, photographing the world, or presenting an image of the world, also achieved to great effect by photographers such as Helen Levitt, Edward Ruscha, and Andreas Gursky, sweeps the camera across the globe to capture its complexity. It often, as in the case of Salgado's practice of "concerned photography," operates in the name of universal justice, globalization and its criticisms, and universal rights such as a basic dignity common to all. The details of the image serve a larger message and aesthetic unity. It is not a matter of creating perfectly self-evident or "transparent" images without the photographer's intervention, but rather of composing, from the diverse elements of life, coherent images of distinct worlds for us to behold. In the case of Evans, Burtynsky, and Salgado, these worldviews stand in the service of a proclaimed greater good. But worldviews can as easily be produced on the flipside of such universalist beliefs, when the world is mapped according to notions such as manifest destiny, religious, national, or ethnic supremacy, or global capital.
The second pattern, photography in the world, informs a photographic practice that reveals disparate worlds continually in the making. Those images, by the likes of Brassaï, Capa, Peress, and Susan Meiselas, show settings that are not reducible to the physical surroundings and the people and things in them. They reveal worlds that exist in the same physical location and are yet immeasurably apart by virtue of their unique points of view, which in turn offer further points of view.
The difference between these two modes of photography is not reducible to distinctions between perspectival vs. non-perspectival images; documentary vs. art photography; detached reportage vs. participantobservation; objective vs. subjective reality; global vs. local. Photographers in the first group compose, mediate, and transform what they see no less than the photographers in the first group. The distinction rests between a drive to capture the whole word in its true essence, and a drive to activate freedom as the origin of many possible networks of meaning. To a certain degree these drives are interdependent. But each is decisive for both the creation and the interpretation of photography.
Why are these two patterns important? Because these drives, to capture the world and to activate freedom, present two conceptions of photography that are different from the notions of documenting the past and freezing moments. They free us from the hold of dominant melancholic theories that explain all of photography as "an elegiac art, a twilight art," and argue that to take "a photograph is to participate in another person's (or thing's) mortality, vulnerability, mutability."
31 By grouping photography according to these two patterns we can unlock the other reason (besides its memorializing function) for photography's unrivaled power over us and our lives. This reason is photography's uncanny capacity to keep in store, in images, the unrealized and unlived potential of life to take a different direction, for history to take another course, for the world to be a different world.
And this, above all, is the point of this essay: to conceive of photography not as the proliferation of globally disseminated images, but as a tool for reimagining the world. To imagine another world, which is the indispensable ground for freedom to become real, means to find images that show us other worlds and the conditions of such worlds. Instead of treasuring images as melancholic retainers of what is inevitably lost to time, we can now expose ourselves in relation to photographs to be struck, like lovers, by that "contingency," "spark of contingency," or "punctum" where freedom gives birth to new worlds.
32 By mining the major theorists of photography for this dialectical, Democritean opening in their melancholic, Heraclitean theories, we learn to view photography not as a melancholic medium, but as a technology that reveals the world as splitting off into different futures at all times.
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31 Sontag, On Photography. 32 These are terms used by Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Roland Barthes.
